[Prevalence of iron deficiency in early infancy].
In order to determine the prevalence of iron deficiency among 6-to-24 month-old children in the Cascais county, a cross-sectional study with systematic opportunist sampling of all 6-to-24-month-old children seen for routine immunization or well-child health care at the Public Health Centers in the Cascais county, during the Spring of 1994. All children were submitted to a short nutritional and clinical inquiry. Blood samples to evaluate anemia and iron deficiency were obtained from eligible children after parental consent. Of the 183 children who visited the health centers during the enrollment period, 125 were eligible for blood sampling. Adequate blood samples were obtained from 120; 38 (31.7%) fulfilled the eligibility criteria for the therapeutical trial (polymaltose-ferric hydroxide, 5 mg/kg/day, for 4 weeks). Twenty-six completed the trial and 13 (50%) had a positive response. The prevalence of iron deficiency estimated for this population sample was 15.8% (CI95% = 8.8-22.3), twice the prevalence of iron deficient anemia, presenting only as mild anemia. Nevertheless, for a total population of 3,500 6-24 month old children in the Cascais area, a 15% prevalence means over 500 iron-deficient children (estimated range between 300 and 800) of which 250 are likely to suffer anemia (150-400) and may be at risk of developing a permanent intellectual deficit. The size of the problem as sampled in the Cascais area does not justify recommending the screening of all young children; instead it points to the need to pay special attention to nutritional education in well-child health care visits, and to allow the early detection and treatment of infants with iron deficiency or at risk of becoming iron deficient.